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Otherness

John Hejduk’s Construction in Poetry and Space
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ABSTRACT The relation between poetry
and architecture can be established on similar
in morphology or similar in semantics. This
paper will examine John Hejduk's architectural
space in relation to his poetry in order
to investigate Hejduk not only constructs
otherness in these two media but also uses

consistent strategies to construct otherness.

Although these strategies serve to foreground

the same concept, otherness, they do not
adopt the same form. Two poems and one
piece of architecture work of Hejduk's is
discussed in this paper. The two poems are:
Oslo Room and To Madame D'Haussonille.
The architecture work is Wall House 2.
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3.The Day After, Edvard Munch, 1894
4. Interior views of Wall House 2
5.To Madame D' Haussonille, Jean-

Auguste-Dominique Ingres, 1845
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Oslo Room (Munch Painting)

Limp flesh arm

and black hair

concaves turquoise blue
silk blanket
extend towards the floor The heavy cloth of skirt

Perhaps the wrist bleeds bent under knees

into the palm pyramid thrust

oris it the The Siena bed

red of paint slides deep

brushed in Although drunk or dead

She lies two degrees mouth nose eyes

down from an exact might be kissed
horizontal

her white blouse open

sweet breast exposed

The mattress cover

billows

from the fold

A weighted black stocking
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To Madame D'Haussonville

(Ingres Painting)

there are no reflections
within Madame d'Haussonville
only opacities which sunk
into the cloth and folds

of a Fuseli monster

the arm holds the drapes
of a hidden birth

the flower case
perpetuates the myth

her smile shames Leonardo
red bow the wait

hands are suspended

that never scratch the earth
but tip the tongue

for infusion

dare that breast be held
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6.The Exterior

7. Entrance Frontal View
8. Entrance Side View
9.The Wall
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10.Traveling among Major Spaces
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Synopsis

John Hejduk (1929-2000), one of the key figures in
American architectural history in the late 20th century, was
also a prolific poet. Many have questioned his intentions
for writing poetry. One hypothesis is that Hejduk used
language to articulate his architectural consciousness. If
this hypothesis proves accurate, Hejduk's poems can be
perceived as lenses through which his architectural designs
might be understood.

In this study, we will focus on two of Heiduk's poems on
paintings and one of his architectural projects. The two
poems are To Madame D’Haussonille and Oslo Room.
The architectural project is Wall House 2. The connection
between these two poems and Wall House 2 is the feeling
of otherness that all his works elicit. Although Hejduk poems
allude to the paintings with straightforward language as if
they were true representations of the subject, the viewer
is suspicious about the strange relationships among the
described elements. The same happens in Wall House
2. Although the architectural elements are simple, the
viewer is left with a feeling as if something else is going on.
Thus, the straightforwardness of the elements seems like
a betrayal, for Hejduk's vocabulary produces the feeling of
otherness. This encompasses the theme of this paper.

In this papern the notion of feeling is not defined as

“sensation” but as an unspeakable thought. Feeling is the

state of emotions that involve self-awareness, and although
such emotions are not yet rational or logical thought,
feeling can be associated with thought, and it is through
levels of comprehension that involve the elaboration of
sensation that feeling is triggered. Meanwhile, the notion
of otherness derives from Hejduk’s reference to this
notion. In Mask of Medusa, a collection of Hejduk's work
first published in 1983, the term “otherness” occurs three
times.

Hejduk's poems embody the feeling of otherness, which
is strongly expressed in allusions to the body. On the one
hand, the body in the painting is intensely depicted and
challenged. On the other hand, the body in the poem is
fragmented, detached, estranged, and even tormented, as
the body is stretched, deformed, and cut (as the palm in
Munch’s painting). The challenge to the body is then played
against the audience’s mind. As the viewer is surrounded
with opacity, otherness is expressed in a covert manner.
Oslo Room alludes to the image of a woman lying in bed
in the painting The Day After However, viewers of the
painting may strongly feel as if they are intruding, as the
woman in the painting is not posing deliberately for the
viewer but is in an unconscious state. In the poem, Hejduk
describes the nuances of the woman'’s body as well as
the setting around the body. To Madame D’'Haussonville is
dedicated to Ingres’ painting Madame D'Haussonville. The
original painting is a portrait of a young lady. The artist may
not have intended to create a strange portrait, but Hejduk
sees it differently, as the poem is full of strange innuendo.
In Wall House 2, otherness is embedded as a spatial
construction where unusual conditions in the form of
direct contact or unusual combinations of the senses of
touch and sight challenge the viewer's body. The darkness
of the circulation spaces suffocates the body. As an
illustration, one is put in an uncomfortable position when
experiencing the cutting of the big wall into the floor.
Walking past the big wall and perceiving this cutting is
absolutely the most unnerving moment in the space of
Wall House 2. The wall actually challenges the position

of the viewer since it tends to cut into the corridor.
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Furthermore, the structure of the space challenges the
body and the mind because it is unusual and unpredictable.
The unusual arrangement of space is incompatible with
the viewer's experience. Thus, the space of Wall House 2
elicits the feeling of otherness, much the same way as To
Madame D’'Haussonville does.

In Wall House 2, the sensation of cutting continuously
occurs. The narrow slices of space on both sides of the
big wall clearly exemplify the action of cutting. The intense
contrast between the circulation space and the major
space adds stress on the extraordinary spatial conditions
of the vertical cuts. Furthermore, the insertion of
circulation space isolates the living area, the dining area, the
bedroom, and the study room. This exemplifies cutting, as
the continuity among these spaces is terminated suddenly.
The whole house is cut into pieces. While confinement
and cutting cause the physical body to suffer, the mind
remains empty. Thus, the space of Wall House 2 evokes

otherness the same way as it does in Oslo Room.
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